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Concerning John Berger 
 
One of the great pities, within the arena of art and education, is that the average 
student only experiences John Berger through the standard reading text, ‘Ways of 
Seeing’. To my mind, John Berger is one of Europe’s greatest living writers, so why I 
ask myself, do we not make more of him? Perhaps it’s because Berger left these 
shores some fifty years ago to settle in the very heart of the European continent and 
has never returned. Or perhaps it’s because Berger’s profound humanism is 
somewhat unfashionable? Certainly, Berger’s writing is the very antithesis of 
contemporary media culture. 
There is no artifice or narrative trickery in Berger’s work, at once intensely personal 
and simultaneously concerned with the human condition, his style is naturalistic 
and yet it is also remarkably lucid. In his 1984 publication, ‘and our faces, my heart, 
brief as photos’, Berger takes us on a journey of sublime quietude; the book is 
divided into two categories, the first concerning the passing of time and the latter 
reflecting upon space.  The entries in each take the form of notebook sketches, and 
though each entry is distinct, they combine to produce a coherent and beautiful 
novella. It is the tenderness of the text that sets the work apart. At his most 
revealing, Berger writes with a softness of touch not dissimilar to that of Jeanette 
Winterson. This is sensual writing. At one point, we feel the gentleness of the wind 
sighing upon some disheveled pear trees on a summers evening and are reminded 
instantly of that vivid and overwhelming nature so present in Van Gogh’s orchid 
paintings whilst he stayed in Arles. 
This level of lucidity is everywhere in the book and transforms even the most casual 
of activities into something universal and significant. When we accompany Berger to 
the train station to meet his lover or eavesdrop on their bedtime conversation, we 
are transported back into our own lives and in doing so we realise once more that 
the essential in the human condition derives from a sense of shared and lived 
experience, the repository of which is a kind of collective memory. We learn also 
that love is the continuation of touch through absence. 
In the hands of a lesser writer, this book would not transcend a personal sense of 
experience and loss but here we have Berger at the height of his powers as an artist 
and humanist- he is equally at home discussing the corporeal, Heidegger or astro-
physics. Underneath the surface of this very reflective text simmers an outrage and 
empathy for those uprooted from their homelands because of socio-economic 
reasons or because they are victims of political oppression.  
Though Berger is British by birth he is no longer ours to claim, his cognizance is 
with the disenfranchised, the dislocated and with that old Europe of timeless 
tradition, community and earthiness. For anyone engaged in the liberal arts he is, in 
short, vital. 
Conohar Scott 
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